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Plains Apache Ethnobotany. By Julia A. Jordan. Fore-
word by Paul E. Minnis and Wayne J. Elisens. Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2008. xxvii + 212 pp. Pho-
tographs, map, tables, references, index. $34.95 cloth.
 Prior to resettlement and assimilation, Plains Apaches 
had sophisticated knowledge of the plants that sustained 
their way of life in the Great Plains. This book by Julia A. 
Jordan is the only extensive work that documents Plains 
Apache ethnobotanical knowledge. Jordan’s research 
relies on interviews with six elders who experienced 
traditional plant use during a time of cultural transition 
from the 1890s to the 1960s. The book is divided into two 
parts, with the first part focused on methods, history, and 
plant conceptualization, the second on plant names, de-
scriptions, and cultural use. The data collected from these 
elders represent an important body of knowledge that is 
rapidly disappearing. 
 In her opening paragraphs, Jordan explains that we 
must understand history, culture, and environment to un-
derstand ethnobotanical knowledge fully. This is certain-
ly true for the Plains Apaches. For hundreds of years they 
were nomadic hunters and gatherers who relied heavily 
on bison for food, shelter, clothing, and tools. As a result, 
they cultivated no crops, had no tradition of basketry or 
textiles, and primarily used wild plants for ritual, fuel, 
shelter, diet, and health. Introduction of horses and guns, 
loss of bison herds, and resettlement radically changed 
their way of life and traditional knowledge base, forcing 
them to rely more heavily on the plants of Oklahoma in 
the late 19th century and beyond.
 Jordan explains that the Plains Apaches conceptualize 
plants as an inherently useful, integral part of nature that 
exist to support generations of life in harmony. Within 
this framework, she documents cultural uses for 110 of 
the 1,200 plant species found in Oklahoma, as well as 
two species of fungi. Given that research was based on 
recall from six individuals, this number likely represents 
fewer than half of the plants used prior to the 19th cen-
tury. Jordan also briefly summarizes the folk classifica-
tion system, explains the belief that plants exist in pairs, 
and shows how plant names indicate cultural importance 
in addition to plant morphology and ecological niche. 
These data show remarkable similarities to other folk 
classification and nomenclatural systems worldwide (see 
Brent Berlin, Ethnobiological Classification: Principles 
of Categorization of Plants and Animals in Traditional 
Societies, 1992).
 Part 2 is devoted to plant names and uses. In succes-
sive chapters the book covers edible plants, ritual and 
medicinal plants, plants used for material culture and fire-
wood, and plants used for personal care and adornment. 
The plants in each category are arranged in alphabetical 
order by genus. Overall we learn that 47 species are ed-
ible, 40 are used ritually and medicinally, 43 are used for 
material culture, 11 for fuel, and 8 for personal care and 
adornment.
 The book as a whole is an invaluable addition to our 
understanding of Native American ethnobotany and is 
highly recommended for those interested in the plants 
and traditional cultures of the Great Plains. Aaron M. 
Lampman, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, 
Washington College, Chestertown, Maryland.
Ecology of the Shortgrass Steppe: A Long-Term Per-
spective. Edited by William Lauenroth and Ingrid C. 
Burke. New York: Oxford University Press, 2008. xiii + 
522 pages. Illustrations, maps, references, index. $69.95 
cloth.
 Ecology of the Shortgrass Steppe represents the new-
est in a series of books detailing the Long-Term Ecologi-
cal Research (LTER) sites found throughout the United 
States. The book’s editors, associated with the on-going 
interdisciplinary research at the Central Plains Experi-
mental Range and nearby Pawnee National Grasslands, 
bring 40 years of work to understanding this unique eco-
system.
 The book proceeds from general overview chapters 
about the context, climate, soils, and plant community 
of what the editors call the shortgrass steppe (shortgrass 
prairie) to more detailed chapter reviews of its disturbance 
regime, faunal communities, primary production, organic 
and gas exchanges, grazing, and finally its future. 
 Large numbers of scientific papers are cited and 
used by nearly four-dozen researchers, all of whom 
have published detailed examinations of the shortgrasss 
steppe. These chapters review and, most importantly, 
synthesize its key ecosystem structures, their function, 
and change over time and space. This approach gives the 
reader direct access to ideas that might have taken many 
papers and dozens of years to elucidate. For example, the 
intermediate texture hypothesis has been examined and 
found to hold in this ecosystem; the trophic web of soil 
microorganisms and their role in nutrient cycling has 
been detailed (and diagrammed); and an understanding 
of the importance soil organic matter plays in those areas 
broken for wheat but abandoned in the 1930s that may 
never soon return to dominance by blue grama (Boute-
loua gracilis) has been determined. 
